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Introduction
The central goal of second/ foreign language instruction is to bring about
change in the way learners express themselves. That is, they are to utilize
the vocabulary and grammar of the target language to express thoughts, in-
tentions and so on, rather than the vocabulary and grammar of their first lan-
guage (L 1). At the outset of the learning process, the students are ignorant
of the vocabulary and grammar of the target language, and through the learn-
ing process they become aware of this vocabulary and grammar and become
able to use it to express themselves.
However, in the real world, it does not follow that learners do learn what
they are exposed to, nor that can they always utilize what they have learned
to express themselves in the target language. The clearest manifestation of
this is the familiar situation of students who after several years of instruction
can score points on tests of various aspects of the target language, but remain
basically unable to sustain spoken interaction in any naturalistic way.
This unhappy state of affairs suggests the need for a refocusing of atten-
tion into what language actually is, what it is actually used for and how it
should be best taught to second language (L 2) learners.
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The centrality of interaction
In an influential paper Firth and Wagner (1997) argued that there exists “an
imbalance between cognitive and mentalistic orientations, and social and con-
textual orientations to language, the former orientation being unquestionably
in the ascendancy.” (p.285)
In terms of second language acquisition (SLA) this imbalance would find
expression in the preference for course content to focus of the knowledge and
memorization of grammar structures and certain target vocabulary. The tacit
purpose of such getting of knowledge is to demonstrate that the knowledge
has been gotten, such demonstrations taking place under test conditions. As
is well known, the ability to choose a correct form of a verb from a list of four
options does not necessarilymean that the learner can use that form in authen-
tic spoken interaction, and test scores are not always a reliable guide to how
well someone can ‘do’ the language. However, the objective, empirical nature
of standardized written tests is attractive to institutions, and hence the pref-
erence for teaching to be designed to meet the demands of the test.
A differing perspective is offered by reconceptualizing what it means to
‘know’ another language, because by ‘knowing a language’ we most commonly
mean ‘speak’ a language, and by speaking a language we most often mean
engage in conversation in the language. This reconceptualization of language
for SLA will place conversation as a central focus of teaching/learning.
(Schegloff, 2007, p.xiii adopts the term ‘talk-in-interaction’ “to circumvent the
connotation of triviality that has come often to be attached” to the word con-
versation. This paper will refer to ‘conversation’ meaning ‘talk-in-interaction’,
that is, the broad, not trivial sense.)
Conversation is by definition a multiple participant endeavor, unfolding
in real time with a strong element of unpredictability as to theme and direc-
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tion. It is more difficult to assess in objective terms because of these factors
and hence less appealing to administrators and institutions. The difficulty
with conversation as a goal of language instruction is nicely summed up by
Coulthard and Brazil (1992, p.63),
It is partly because a quality of relevance, accessible only to participants, and valid
only at the time and place of utterance, can attach to any utterance regardless
of form, that no generalized judgments about well-formedness in discourse can
be made.
Similarly, Cook, (1989, p.56) states that one of the defining aspects of conver-
sation is that “Talk is primarily for the participants and not for an outside
audience.” This feature of conversation also renders it problematical for evalu-
ation in an institutional setting.
Nonetheless, it is argued here that conversation must be viewed as cen-
tral to both the learning process itself and as a desirable outcome of that learn-
ing. “The importance of conversation as the foundation of all language learn-
ing cannot be overstated.” Wong and Waring (2010, p.1) This placing of conver-
sation at the center of SLA necessitates some rethinking about what should
be learned and a move away from the view that if learners are presented
with enough explications of grammar and a sufficient amount of lexis then
they will be able to then apply this knowledge in interaction. “Learning a sec-
ond language, then, may be described in terms of increasing interactional com-
plexity in language encounters rather than as the acquisition of formal ele-
ments.” (Brouwer and Wagner 2004, p. 44)
The conduit metaphor for language (see below) conceptualizes the individ-
ual’s mind/brain as the locus of language and meaning. However, this view
dismisses the collaborative nature of much talk. Conversations necessarily in-
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volve more than one person and the participantsmove the interaction forward
in a joint fashion, leading to the view that, “…competence is co-constructed
by the participants rather than being fixed and static.” Seedhouse (2006, p.112)
This importance of collaboration in language can be seen in real-life en-
counters which will be familiar to any learner of a language who has engaged
in authentic interaction in the L 2. Using the same language to different inter-
locutors can lead to, on the one hand, communicative success and on the other
hand, failure and abandonment of the interaction, sometimes occurring within
a short space of time of each other so that no dramatic change of the L 2 speak-
ers ‘level’ can have occurred. Speakers of an L 2 often have this differential
in performance, highlighting the important role of the interlocutor as collabo-
rator in moving an interaction forward.
The conduit metaphor
Reddy (1979) investigates the underlying metaphorization of what language
is (at least for English speakers) by reference to the ‘conduit’ metaphor. The
metaphor is characterized thus; “The speaker puts ideas (objects) into words
(containers) and sends them (along a conduit) to a hearer who takes the ideas
/objects out of the word/containers.” (Lakoff and Johnson 1980, p.10) Now, this
conduit metaphor also applies to conceptualizations of language teaching, with
the teacher being the sender of the message (often, information about the
target language) and the student being the receiver of the message. Note the
predominantly uni-directional movement of the message in this metaphor and
also note the implication that the receiver is in some sense an empty vessel
in this schema. That is, the hearer is in no way assumed to be in possession
of any portion of the message before its actual arrival in his/her mind/brain.
Once the message has arrived in this location it is unpacked and then presum-
ably available for reference at any future point.
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Despite the seeming ease with which language teaching and learning can
be conceived of in terms of transfer, the metaphor singularly fails to capture
key points about language and language use. The message is not sent, deliv-
ered and unpacked, but rather negotiated and co-constructed. Neither is the
receiver a tabula rasa when it comes to interactive skills and abilities, already
possessing as she/he does a fully developed set of interactive skills from the
L 1. Finally, the transferred message does not come to reside in themind/brain
of the receiver in the manner of data downloaded into a computer, ready to
be accessed by the user. As stated by Gregg (2006, p.417) “essential elements
of our linguistic competence are unconscious and indeed inaccessible to con-
sciousness, as are the processes by which we acquire that competence.” The
conduit and transfer metaphor is not an apt way of conceiving the activity
of language use or language learning. But it has a pervasiveness that may
color thinking about language learning at a very deep level and downplay con-
sideration of the interactive and co-constructed nature of speech.
Creating a venue for conversation
So far I have suggested that the mentalistic concept of language, that is, the
‘download’ or ‘transfer’ schemas for what language is, and how it is learned
are insufficient in creating a naturalistic view of language and teaching. The
persistence of these views of language and language learning may be due to
basic cultural/folk viewpoints and also to the needs of institutions to have ref-
erence to the specific, the gradable and the objective. Unfortunately, language
in its most commonly used form, conversation, is dynamic, protean and resis-
tant to mono-dimensional judgments of ‘correct’ or ‘incorrect’. This is not to
say that teaching vocabulary or grammar can be sidestepped. As McCarthy
(1991, p.34) states:
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“Nothing we shall say will undermine the importance of grammar in language
teaching; on the contrary, this chapter takes as a basic premise that without com-
mand of the rich and variable resources of the grammar offered by languages such
as English, the construction of natural and sophisticated discourse is impossible”.
What I am suggesting here is that the explicit goal of language teaching
has to be the development of spoken interactional skills and that conversation
is also a central component of classroom activity and thus grammar and lexis
content of lessons must be taught with this focus in mind. Simply stated, learn-
ers will, it is suggested here, learn to ‘do’ conversation by actually doing con-
versation in the classroom, utilizing whatever linguistic resources that are
at hand.
One of the central features of conversation not referred to by Cook in
the description of the defining characteristics of conversation (ibid, p.56) is the
fact that conversation is unplanned. Natural interaction is spontaneous and
unrehearsed. In terms of classroom activity, this means that memorized
scripts, teacher-directed spoken interaction which is centered around certain
target language items and other staples of SLA classroom practice are in fact,
not conversation in the same way that authentic real world spoken interac-
tions are, with all of the unpredictability, spontaneity, multiple and emergent
goals.
To bring about something more closely resembling real world, authentic,
spoken interaction, it is necessary that learners have a well developed sense
of autonomy. Autonomy is a much discussed concept in the world of SLA.
The central definitions (See for example, Holec, 1981) state that learners must
have an element of control over their learning. To flesh this concept out in
the context of creating a venue for conversation, autonomy means that the
learners enter into target language spoken interaction of their own volition,
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in the same way that native speakers will do when occupying a social venue.
(Where there are no overt prohibitions on speaking, that is.)
Areas of speaking such as partner choice, topic choice and onset time,
which have traditionally been seen as the responsibility of the teacher, pass
to the control of the learners. Initiating, sustaining, changing and negotiating
topics are key skills for participants in conversation to acquire and are not
readily addressed by sentence level focused language instruction. Similarly,
the right not to participate in talk is also inherent in the concept of autonomy.
Participants may physically remove themselves from interactions they don’t
care for, or adopt a more or less passive roll whilst others do most of the talk-
ing or refuse to take up topics offered by others. (See Schegloff, 2007, pp.169-
180 for an account of topic-raising.) Such options are not usually allowed in
most classroom settings.
Breen and Mann (1997, p.143) give an account of the likely phases of class-
room culture as the move to a more autonomous and interdependent style
of learning unfolds. The first stage is an autocratic stage characterized by
high levels of teacher control and possible challenges to this control by ‘mis-
behaving’ students. The second stage is characterized by a phase of “relative
anarchy typified by uncertainty of purposes and responsibilities.” (ibid ) The
third phase is the emergence of a collaborative learning community, but the
authors caution that there is no guarantee that this final phase will be stable.
“It is entirely plausible that a class will continue to fluctuate between phases
and the maintenance of autonomous learning entails a continual and explicit
struggle with such fluctuations.” (ibid, p. 144)
So, if the teacher is to accept the centrality of conversation both as a learn-
ing goal and a key part of classroom activity and, concomitant to this accep-
tance, commits to a course of maximum autonomy in student interactions
there remain the questions of what content is to be included in the course,
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and how actual classroom time is to be organized. These questions will be
addressed in the next section.
Classroom application
Carroll (2005) deals with the way in which Japanese L 1 speakers use vowel-
marking in English and suggests that instead of being an L 1 interference pat-
tern, is actually an interactional resource to manage conversational interac-
tion. Expanding from the particularities of his study he asserts; “Explicit in-
struction not just in the ‘grammar’ (in the traditional sense of the term) but
also in the micro-practices of the target/culture […] may resolve a number
of difficulties and may even significantly improve subjective impressions of
students’ spoken abilities.” (ibid, p.233)
In addition to the ‘self-repair’ strategiesmentioned in Carroll’s study, other
micro-practices suggest themselves as profitable areas of instruction. Hassel-
green (2004) reports that use of ‘smallwords’ such as ‘Well’, ‘You Know’ and
‘I mean’ are “necessary for fluency” but cautions that these “may be difficult
to acquire and need to be worked on consciously.” (Hasselgreen, 2004, p.237)
A further category of chunked language are vague expressions such as ‘or
something’, ‘and stuff like that’ which help to signal turn ending and speaker
change. (See McCarthy 2010, p.8.)
“In the literature on Japanese communication style, response tokens have
been one of the most common objects of study.” (Hayashi and Yoon 2009, p.268)
By response tokens, the authors here refer to the Japanese practice of Aizuchi .
The shift from these prototypical Japanese style responses (‘Aaaah ’, ‘Un ’, ‘Eh ’)
to more naturalistic English language responses (“Uh huh”, “Yeah”, “Right”)
with focus on automatic production and appropriate prosody is another use-
ful area of micro-practice for lesson content.
These areas of content give some idea of the kinds of things which can
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be looked at in lessons. However, what emerged from data analysis (see below)
is that interactional skills or lack thereof are highly individuated. The teacher
must give the students ample opportunity to engage in conversation and at-
tend closely to the interactional aspects of each learner’s performance in or-
der to arrive at an overview of what kinds of things should be addressed in
bringing about change in interaction, and the teacher must be committed to
revisiting these topics frequently in lesson time.
In order to create opportunities for conversation to occur the teacher
must make it clear to learners that they will have to take responsibility for
the onset and management of interaction. In this project, learners were in-
formed that in each class, after registration and announcements, there would
commence a period of ‘student talk time’. This would begin without any overt
signaling from the teacher, and the students would be responsible for self-
selecting partners, topic initiation, and sustaining the interaction without
lapses into the L 1. The teacher would move among the groups. The teacher’s
role was multifaceted, sometimes acting as silent monitor, sometimes provid-
ing interactional support and commentary. Examples of this would be mimick-
ing unconscious L 1 usage by the student (‘Etoh ’ ‘Anno ’ or Aizuchi ) or whis-
pering smallwords during wordsearch silences (for example ‘I mean’ or ‘You
know). The teacher was also available to respond to student requests for help
with lexis or grammar and was also free to join the ongoing conversations if
invited to do so by the students. This phase of student talk time lasted between
30 and 45 minutes each and every class.
Results
The students were videotaped in week three of the first term in April (re-
ferred to here as ‘Pre ’) and then videotaped again in January of the following
year (referred to here as ‘Post ’). In keeping with the ideal of autonomy, the
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students were free to select group size and partners, so the pre and post
conversations did not necessarily consist of the same pairs or trios. The re-
corded conversations were all five minute segments of ongoing conversations,
with the all students conversing in the same room, leading to a lively atmos-
phere with a large amount of background noise. The studentswere habituated
to the student talk time phase of the lesson before the first recording so as
to reduce as much as possible the effects of performing in a novel situation.
The conversations were then transcribed by the teacher and analyzed.
Volume of talk
In simple word counts of the total words spoken by all participants in conver-
sations the totals were as follows. The results are shown in ascending order.
(The groups do not match for participants pre and post .)
Pre 197 246 261 289 301 398
Post 404 415 450 521 550 555
Word counts per participant
The number of words that each participant uttered in total during their re-
spective conversations
Speaker 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12
Pre 54 108 69 87 223 101 123 169 120 24 250 174
Post 189 234 267 229 381 169 288 270 251 170 261 186
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Type count
The number of different words used by each participant, that is, the active
vocabulary of the participant.
Speaker 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12
Pre 32 43 43 52 104 64 67 103 71 19 123 89
Post 85 103 95 80 107 77 99 111 100 74 118 84
Turn length
An average of the five longest turns of each participant. The longest five turns
were selected so as to avoid interference from a large number of backchan-
nel type turns comprising just one or two words.
Speaker 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12
Pre 7.8 11.2 9.6 9.2 20 6 13 15.4 10.6 3.8 15.6 8.6
Post 23.4 21.6 21.2 17.4 25.5 11.8 23.2 38.4 32.4 16.4 32.6 15.6
These figures have an element of fuzziness about them containing as they
do both English and Japanese words, backchannel expressions, non-lexical ex-
pressions such as ‘ah’ and ‘hmm’ and so on. (Also, due to the background noise,
some utterances were inaudible) But even with these factors taken into ac-
count it is still observable that the overall trend was for students to speak
more, and chunk more, have the ability to construct longer turns and use a
wider vocabulary. There also exists data to suggest a large decrease in usage
of Japanese, but this category of change is open to wide interpretation. For
example, proper nouns pronounced with a Japanese-like pronunciation may
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or may not be counted as use of L 1, or backchannel expressions such as ‘ah’
or ‘eh’ can be categorized as either L 1 or L 2 utterances. More detailed analy-
sis also needs to be done regarding use of pauses, but initial data analysis in-
dicates a reduce amount and duration of pausing.
In more detailed analysis of changes in interactional language behavior the
results were highly individuated. For example, student 5 utilized the Japanese
marker ‘Etoh ’ 12 times during the Pre conversation, and not at all during
the Post conversation. Student 4 engaged in extended use of Aizuchi style
backchanneling in the Pre conversation, contributing 22 instances of ‘Uhhh’,
‘Ehhh’ and the like over the duration of the conversation and also using dis-
tinctly Japanese style facial expression (raised eyebrows, slightly open mouth
with rounded lips and vigorous head nodding) to accompany backchanneling.
In the Post conversation, student 4’s listening receipts were entirely in rec-
ognizable English forms such as ‘Yeah’ ‘I see’ ‘Uh huh’ and the like.
Students 1, 3 and 7 had a complete lapse into L 1, extended over several
turns during the Pre conversation, but (apart from a single hasty and quiet
instance of ‘Jya ’ as a self-correction), completely avoided the L 1 in the Post
conversation. On a more general level, discourse markers such as ‘Well’ ‘You
know’, ‘Actually’ and ‘I mean’ were almost completely absent from the Pre
conversations. (Well=1, You know=1) In the post conversations there were
a total of 63 instances of these four markers across all Post conversations.
(Well=22, Actually=9, I mean= 21, You know=11)
Conclusion
It has been suggested here that traditional ideas of language teaching and
learning have tended to focus on the teaching of sentence level grammatical
structures. This may be due to a combination of factors such as an underly-
ing but unhelpful conceptual metaphor of language (the conduit metaphor),
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and the ease of empirical judgments of ‘correctness’ of sentence level construc-
tions which render this view attractive to institutions and testing methodol-
ogy. In addition perhaps also the prestige associated with abstract, mentalis-
tic views of language as opposed to the quotidian messiness of actual daily
conversation has contributed to concepts of what constitutes ‘proper’ content
of a language lesson.
This paper has advocated an approach to language and teaching that
places the interactive nature of language front and center. Such an approach
sees conversation as both a goal and a tool of language learning, and when
this is embedded within a framework of student autonomy, it can bring about
observable changes in student speaking. These changes appear to include
greater density of language use, more use of naturalistic interactive features
and a greater willingness to play an active part in spoken interaction in the
L 2. Despite the messiness of the data and the somewhat subjective nature
of some of the analysis, it is nonetheless clear that such an approach does not
so much highlight what learners know about the target language, but rather,
how they use it to realize interactional goals.
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Abstract
This paper outlines the background and initial results of a course designed
to develop the speaking skills of a small group (N 12) of university students.
The paper will begin by describing some of the views concerning the central-
ity of interaction in language learning and look at the insufficiency of the con-
duit metaphor for second language acquisition. The second sectionwill discuss
notions of autonomy as applied to classroom activity and interaction, and out-
line the basic lesson structure and content that was adopted in the course.
The paper will conclude with some empirical data concerning the changes
brought about in students’ spoken output over the course of an academic year,
namely; students were able to construct longer turns, employ a wider vocabu-
lary, pause less, and engage in naturalistic marking and backchanneling behav-
ior.
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